University of Wollongong

Research Online
University of Wollongong in Dubai - Papers

University of Wollongong in Dubai

1-1-2008

Understanding the virtual community of gamers
Shafiz Mohd Affendi
University of Wollongong, shafiz@uow.edu.au

Follow this and additional works at: https://ro.uow.edu.au/dubaipapers

Recommended Citation
Mohd Affendi, Shafiz: Understanding the virtual community of gamers 2008, 1714-1722.
https://ro.uow.edu.au/dubaipapers/162

Research Online is the open access institutional repository for the University of Wollongong. For further information
contact the UOW Library: research-pubs@uow.edu.au

In M.Cunha & Putnik, Encyclopedia of Networked and Virtual Organizations, New York: Information
Science Reference (forthcoming).

Understanding Virtual Community of Gamers:
The Quest for Power in the Social World of EverQuest
Shafiz Affendi Mohd Yusof
Department of Information Systems
College of Arts and Sciences
Universiti Utara Malaysia
shafiz@uum.edu.my

1.0 Introduction: The Virtual Community of Gamers
Virtual community can be defined as “a group of people who may or may not
meet one another face-to-face, and who exchange words and ideas through the mediation
of computer bulletin boards and networks” (Rheingold, 1993, p.1). With the use of CMC
technologies such as listservs, bulletin boards, discussion forums, and chat rooms, the
time zone differences become less critical and geographical distance and limitations
diminish.
A virtual community is primarily a social entity where people relate to one
another by the use of a specific technology (Rheingold, 1993; Jones, 1995; Schuler,
1996). As emphasized by Wood & Smith (2001), “people who use CMC technologies
and people who study them are increasingly aware that the Internet is fostering
relationships not just between two individuals but among many, many more people”
(p.109). People can also form a ‘close-knit’ relationship (Hiltz & Wellman, 1997), though
they are relatively more disperse as people can come from any parts of the world. The
closeness or proximity in virtual community is a result of the social interactions that
occur between the members. It is further suggested that the members of a virtual
community are more heterogeneous in their characteristics and homogeneous in their
attitudes (Hiltz and Wellman, 1997). Stolterman, Agren, and Croon (1999) refers to
virtual community as a new social ‘life forms’ surfacing from the Internet and CMC in
which individuals and groups seek social support (Walther & Boyd, 1997).
This chapter aims to present the social world of virtual gamers in EverQuest (EQ)
using ‘institutional’ theoretical perspective. First, this paper begins with an overview of
the phenomenon of virtual communities. Then, I will describe the background of online
gamers by offering the historical-social analysis of EQ and the studies that have
examined EQ as a context. Additionally, I will define the concept of community and
virtual community, and then present the several types of virtual communities. The
subsequent section of this chapter consists of a discussion from the perspectives of ‘new
institutional theory’ as the main theoretical lens in this type of study. Subsequently, I will
present a brief overview of potential future work on virtual community in general and
online gamers in specific. Lastly, I will conclude the paper with some implications.
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2.0 Background
2.1 EverQuest as a Virtual Gaming Community
The virtual community of gamers environment to be looked at is EQ. EQ is the
world’s largest premier three-dimensional (3D) MMORPG. It is a game that attracts an
estimated 400,000 players online each day from around the globe and, at peak times,
more than 100,000 players will be playing EQ simultaneously. The game’s players
interact with each other inside and outside the game for game playing, game-related and
non-game-related interactions, and for buying and selling game-related goods. EQ, as a
game, is characterized by well-defined social structures, roles, interaction rules, and
power relations. EQ, as a virtual community, encompasses all of the different kinds of
virtual community (see section 3.1). EQ is a virtual community of relationship, a virtual
community of place, a virtual community of memory, a virtual community of fantasy, a
virtual community of mind/interest, a virtual community of memory, and a virtual
community of transaction.
The social world of EQ does not only comprise of hundreds of thousands of
people playing the game but it also consists of people who are participating in social
activities outside the game. It is also a busy crowded world. These people are players of
the game, they interact between each other inside and outside the game for casual
interactions. This has led to the spawning of online and outside of game social activity
that is conducted through official and unofficial websites which serve as markets where
goods and money are exchange, where guilds are formed, and where informal social
interactions takes place. This is also where players seek information about the game in
terms of latest news, updates, tactics, shortcuts, and strategies.
EQ is a worldwide leader in massively multiplayer online games, and it is North
America's biggest massively multiplayer online game. Since its launch in 1999, EQ and
its expansions1 have sold over 2.5 million copies worldwide. It continues to be one of the
gaming industry's biggest and most influential titles (Radd, 2004) and it has been
translated into seven languages. EQ is one of the largest and most dynamic online fantasy
worlds ever created (Stratics, 2004). I chose to study EQ because of the incredible
popularity of online gaming, which has numerous economic and societal implications.
Verant Interactive, an independent online gaming development studio that
emerged from 989 Studios (formerly Sony Interactive Studios), began developing EQ in
1996. It was debuted on March 16, 1999 by Sony Online Entertainment, and has received
numerous awards since its debut from such organizations as Entertainment Weekly (Top
Ten Hall of Fame), Electric Games (1999 Online Game of the Year), Computer Games
Online (Best Online Game of 1999), and Gamespot (Game of the Year for 1999). EQ
allows players to create their own specialized characters by selecting from multiple races,
classes, skills, physical appearances, and names. With 7 enormous continents and
hundreds of death-defying zones to discover, the fantasy world of Norrath allows players
to embark on exciting journeys.
Not only is the social world2 of EQ comprised of the hundreds of thousands of
people playing the game, but it also consists of people who participate in social activities
1

There are altogether ten expansions of EQ since its debut in March 16th, 1999.
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I define the social world of EQ as the social milieu existing both in-the game and outside-the game.
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outside the game. Game players interact with each other inside the game as they play the
game, and they interact outside the game in numerous in-game and out-of-game social
activities conducted through official3 and unofficial4 websites. These websites serve a
number of functions in the social world of EQ. They are markets where goods are bought
and sold, where guilds are formed, and where informal social interactions take place.
These sites are also resources where players seek information about the game in terms of
the latest news, updates, tactics, shortcuts, and strategies.
2.2 Research in Virtual Community
Over the past years, research in virtual community have grown and intensified.
Moreover, with the expansion of computer-mediated communication (CMC), these
technologies provide a platform and new ways for global society to meet, communicate,
collaborate, socialize, and shop (Turoff, 1991; Burnett, 2000). Much of these works
involve case studies, ethnographic studies, or personal interviews with community
participants where researcher’s content analyzed textual documents from the context.
For example, an interesting case study conducted by Radin (2001) looked at the
issue of social capital and transformations of trust in breast cancer website. Radin found
that there was a three-stage process in which (1) newcomers “lurk” in an environment
that is rich with breast cancer information and observed the community at their leisure;
(2) participants are offered several ways to share personal disclosures, thus building
mutual trust; and (3) a variety of shared activities, both virtual and face-to-face helped to
build trust. This study showed that these three stages are sequential in helping some
participants to increase their trust levels. Furthermore, Ridings (2000) conducted a study
using philosophical inquiry method to describe the role of computer networking in
fostering electronic determinants of trust and its use in virtual communities. His study
emphasized that trust has two dimensions, not three as had been found in some other
settings. Trust was composed of trust in abilities and trust in integrity. These two studies
seem to be important because institutional change and transformation rely on social
movement and coalition building, which rely on the interface of trust for those pushing
for change.
Other studies such as Wall (1999) conducted a comparative case study to
understand how sense of community is created, perceived, and maintained by the
membership of several synchronous on-line communities. Rosenblum (1998) carried out
an ethnomethodology study to describe the ways four couples maintained their
relationships primarily through online communication in synchronous Internet
environments. By understanding the concept of sense of community and its impact on the
relationship of online community members, the study provides insights on the underlying
mechanisms that are involved in developing, stabilizing, and changing of institutions.
Furthermore, there are several other studies such as from Wick (1997) who
examined the discourse of electronic mail listserv and Campbell (1995) who used an
interpretive essay to examine how the replacement of face-to-face interaction by virtual
communities modified the established social structures. These findings explained the
ways members interact with each other and the influence of power on the interactions
based on the two different social structures. In addition, it would be interesting to observe
3
4

An official website is one sponsored by the game’s owner -- Sony.
An unofficial website is not sponsored by the game’s owner.
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the role played by the moderators in implementing rules and regulations to maintain
social order in virtual communities, which are not investigated in these studies.
2.2.1 Types of Virtual Community
Borrowing from the work of Robert Bellah (1986) in his book titled “Habits of the
Heart,” Kowch and Schwier (1997) introduced the notion of that there are four types of
virtual community with concomitant purposes such as: 1) virtual community of
relationship; 2) virtual community of place; 3) virtual community of mind; and 4) virtual
community of memory. In the same year, Hagel and Armstrong (1997) classified virtual
community by basic human needs into four types: 1) virtual community of interest which
is similar to the virtual community of mind; 2) virtual community of relationship which is
similar to the virtual community of relationship; 3) virtual community of fantasy; and 4)
virtual community of transaction. Therefore, based on the two ideas above, I propose six
types of virtual community: 1) virtual community of relationship; 2) virtual community
of place; 3) virtual community of fantasy; 4) virtual community of mind or interest; 5)
virtual community of memory; and 6) virtual community of transaction (see Table 1.0).
The first is the virtual community of relationship is a community built on
relationships that promote special kinds of connections among people. These connections
might be based on a shared concern, issue or learning problem with an emphasis on the
relationships built among participants. For example, the emergence of support groups for
women on the World Wide Web can be seen as this type. Women have developed web
sites for dealing with abuse, single parenting and harassment in the workplace.
The second is the virtual community of place where it represents and relates to an
actual physical place that exists in this world. It could be a country, a city, a town, a
village, a university, or a building. In a similar vein, the third category is the virtual
community of fantasy where individuals enjoy a common habitat or locale. Both the
second and third types of virtual community can offer a place to share with others the
sense of security, commonality, and heritage. People from all over the world can gather
in one virtual place on the Internet. An example of a virtual community of place is
‘Syracuse’, an official website of the city of Syracuse. At the site, people could find
information regarding the city tourist attractions and many more. While a virtual
community of fantasy is ‘Age of Empires’, a computer-based network game, in which
participants meet in a virtual location and exploit it in a competition.
The fourth is the virtual community of mind/interest as it reinforces people's
commitment to other people, common goals, shared values and shared conceptions of
being and doing. Examples of a virtual community of mind are often found in academic
communities, where researchers come together to grapple with a shared research issue or
problem.
The fifth is virtual community of memory which is based on a shared past or a
common sense of history. This community connects people who might otherwise be
alone, and also provides a focal point for interpreting and understanding commonly
experienced events. A very powerful example of this is found with the Holocaust
survivors’ network on the Internet. Survivors and descendants of survivors can engage in
discourse with others whose lives have been touched by this tragedy.
The sixth is the virtual community of transaction, which primarily facilitates the
buying and selling of products and services, and deliver information related to those
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transactions. Participants are encouraged to interact with one another in order to engage
in a specific transaction that can be informed by the input of other members of the
community. Visitors to this community may want to buy used car or golf equipment or
they may want to consult with other community members before doing so.
Table 1.0: A Summary of the Types of Virtual Communities
Types of Virtual
Community
1.Relationship

2. Fantasy

3. Place

Purpose

To builds a community based on
relationships that support special kinds of
bonds or associations among people
To benefit from a common habitat or
locale where people from all over the
world can gather in one virtual place on
the Internet. In this respect, it offers
people a sense of security, commonality,
and heritage
To represent and relate to an actual
physical place that exists in this world.
People can create their meeting place
remotely in which the place differs
geographically as well as in time zones

Examples

People from all ages, man and woman come
together to establish friendship and
relationship through a social platform called
‘Friendster.’
‘Everquest,’ a computer-based network game,
in which participants meet in a virtual location
and exploit it in a competition.
An example of a virtual community of place is
Syracuse, an official Web site of the city of
Syracuse. At the site, people could find
information regarding the city tourist
attractions and much more. It could be a
country, a city, a town, a village, a university,
or a building.

4. Mind & Interest

To share similar interest and value by
reinforcing people’s commitment to other
people,
have common goals, shared values, and
shared conceptions of being and doing

Scientific academic communities, where
researchers come together to grapple with a
shared research issue or problem.

5. Memory

To share past or historical events together
where people has common sense of
belonging

Tsunami survivors

6. Transaction

To facilitate buying and selling of
products and services and deliver
information related to those transactions

People engaged in e-commerce with vendor
such as ‘eBay,’ they can purchase products
and services virtually. Consumers can also
learn about the behavior of the sellers through
the information they obtained related to those
transactions.

The studies of Yee (2001) and Jakobsson & Taylor (2003) have focused on EQ as
a context. Yee is an undergraduate at Haverford College and he has looked at aspects
such as motivational factors, building relationships, dynamics between players, gender
issues, addiction, demographics and characters. The research method taken by Yee was a
survey and the analysis was done statistically. Another study done by Jakobsson &
5
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Taylor (2003), observed how players form their social networks while playing the game.
To date, studies in general online gaming have examined many issues such as addiction
(Yee, 2001; Danforth, no date), aggression (Griffith, 1999), depression (Young &
Rodgers, 1998), archetype and cultural values (Lai, 2003), gender issues (Gilmore, 1999;
Cassell & Jenkins, 1999), and empowerment (Flanagan, 1999). Lee and Tiedens (2001)
assert that power, as a concept has not been fully defined in the various literatures such as
sociology, psychology, economics, and many more fields, but not extensively and
adequately in the virtual community literature.
Currently there are hundreds of these online games in the market and hundreds
more still in testing and development phase. The impact of these games has made social
researchers question the potential of the games towards people behaviors and attitudes.
This is because the majority of the research is still inadequate and inconclusive after
years and years of intermittent study has only focused on the potential negative aspects of
game play, primarily those relating to aggression and violence. According to Griffiths,
Davies, and Chappell, for Internet-based games, there is even less research on even the
most basic aspects of online gaming (2003, p.90). As Williams (2003) proposed,
“the main limitations in the research have been a reliance on older
theories developed for passive media and studying populations that are
not always representative. These may explain in part why the field has
produced inconsistent findings regarding the negative effects of game
play.”
3.0 Perspective: Applying New Institutional Theory
In this chapter, the theoretical lens that I will be using is derived from a
sociological approach which is called the ‘New Institutional Theory.’ By applying the
lens to the online gaming environment, this institutional approach looks at the social
processes. I will examine the rules, regulations, norms, and conventions that have effects
on the gamers’ social behaviors. As illustrated by DiMaggio and Powell (1991), they
emphasize that the new institutional approach as “…the ways in which action is
structured and order made possible by shared systems of rules that both constraint the
inclination and capacity of actors to optimize as well as privilege some groups whose
interests are secured by prevailing rewards and sanctions” (p.11).
It is useful tot note that the new institutional theory combines the constraints and
enabler faced by social actors in organizations. As an approach to the study of
organizations as social worlds, new institutional theory has proven powerful in describing
how institutions affect the actors and vice versa. The new institutionalism theory enables
us to: 1) acknowledge the fact that reality is socially constructed, 2) acknowledge the fact
of institutional priors, 3) acknowledge that the actor is capable of rational and improvise
actions not as slave, 4) look at the role played by incentives and sanctions in regulating
social behavior, and 5) proof the usefulness in the study of the formation, stabilization,
and transformation of institutions. Institutional priors relate to the culture that an
individual has in them. An individual is not free to act as they want because they are
constraint with prior structures. An individual has the choice to maintain institutions, in
which he or she may choose to change institutions or may choose to destroy it. According
to Friedland and Alford (1991), “…individuals do not approach the world in an
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instrumentally naïve way, but rather learn routines, that their individual strategies and
behaviors contain within them certain institutional priors” (p.251).
The strength of this new institutional theory lies in its explanation of stability in
social structures and social order. The theory has implications for actions because it
relates to the ways existing institutions affect the ability of actors to act. Primarily, the
theory of new institutional explicates the concept of structure and action at length. As
Fligstein (1999) illustrates, “new institutional theories are concerned with how fields of
action come into existence, remain stable, and can be transformed” (p.6). The word
‘fields’ is referred to conditions where organized groups of actors get together and
structure their actions with one another (Fligstein, 1999). The actors’ goal is ultimately to
produce stable patterns of interaction within an institution. This is because the process of
building an institution takes place when powerful actors attempt to create rules of
interaction in order to stabilize their situation with other powerful and less powerful
actors. This process also transpires when actors face some type of controversial social
interactions or when they struggle for scarce resources within actors at different levels of
power.
In addition, the new institutional theory does place a high emphasis on structure
and action. However, this theory generally neglects the existence of institutions, the
evolution of structures, and the creation of a constitutional social world. Due to this
limitation, the theory fails to adequately explain the notions of power, interest, contests,
competition, struggle, and actors itself. This is because the former institutional theories
have looked at issues that are only concerned with the stabilization of institutions; hence
the new institutional theory aims at explaining other phenomena and concepts.
Fligstein (1999) further emphasizes, “…most versions of new institutional theory
in sociology lack a real theory of interaction and power, and have no way to make sense
of how institutions emerge in the first place” (p.12). The actors are often viewed as being
unconscious of institutions and acting generally out of habit and structure their
interactions by using readily available scripts that comes from governments or
professionals (Fligstein, 1999). Based on this illustration, it is more useful to use a
combination of the former and new institutional theory in order to get a more holistic
understanding of the social phenomenon in EQ.
3.1 Issues: Why study power?
Through several decades, social researchers have studied and examined power
significantly. Power is an essential concept that describes the process of constructing
human relationships and the dynamics of their social behaviors. This concept has been
studied in many fields of social science such as sociology, psychology, organizational,
anthropology, political science, communication, and many more.
To underline the importance, Fligstein has made the argument that power is very
important in building institutions especially in the formative stages of institutions. He
also affirmed that actors must possess power to structure and stabilize interactions in
order to produce rules. But, Fligstein did not define what power really means in his
discussion using the new institutional theory. The key question is why would one want to
have power? In life, people seek and acquire power because it allows people to
accomplish something. It is the capacity to decide upon and carry out a course of action
related to one’s growth and development even in situations where resistance occurs.
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Raven (1992) describes reasons like need for dominance, for status, role requirements,
desire to adhere to social norms, concern for image, and desire for attaining extrinsic
goals. A philosopher, Bertrand Russell writes, “of the infinite desires of man, the chief
are the desires for power and glory” (p.11).
Power is a universal and complex phenomenon (Dye, 1975; Sillince & Mouakket,
1997), which is reflected, in virtually all forms of human interaction. Power is intimately
related to many other key concepts and ideas in the social sciences such as personality,
behavior, aggression, role, authority, control, benefit, culture, change, institution,
ideology, and many more (Dye, 1975). There are many definitions and perspectives of
power. Power is defined as the ability to get someone to do something against his or her
will (Dahl, 1957). Sillince and Mouakket (1997) argued that power can be seen from five
perspectives in the development of information systems: 1) zero sum power; 2)
processual power; 3) organizational power; 4) structurally constrained power; and 5)
socially shaped power.
4.0 Future Trends
In the context of EQ, I believe that the processual power and structurally
constrained power are two useful concepts to explain the encompassing phenomenon of
power in virtual communities. The ‘processual view’ of power is concerned with power
as social relationships rather than an attribute of a person (Sillince & Mouakket, 1997).
With this understanding of social behaviors in the online gaming environment in the
quest of power, it is anticipated that there are several potential future empirical research
works that can be examined on the growing phenomenon of online gamers as a virtual
community. For example, this chapter describes the sociological aspects of power where
the concentration is not only on individuals, but also on the relationships within the social
environment of EQ. It is thus suggested that future studies can look further into the
concept of power and its impact on the social relationships as well as the formation of
social capital and knowledge sharing in virtual communities.
Another aspect of this research area is to examine how people react towards the
governance structure and the institutionalization process of power within the social world
of EQ. The institutionalization issue is closely related to the structurally constrained view
of power. Sillince and Mouakket (1997) state that this views of power “is concerned with
how the goals and assumptions of the powerful or the powerless operate at a superorganizational level” (p.372). It is important to look at this level in order to describe and
understand some of the structural influences on behavior within organizations, including
class perceptions and ideologies (Willmott, 1987 cited in Sillince & Mouakket, 1997).
Although the above mentioned scholars looked at the behaviors within the organizational
setting, it could also be applied to the communal settings such as virtual community. In
essence, for future empirical work, researchers can explore and provide rich descriptions
on the interaction between the technological and social world of online gaming to better
explain the social stability and changes that occur in the online gaming context.
5.0 Implications and Conclusions
The emergence of online game has enabled hundreds or thousands of players to
simultaneously interact in a game world. People (players) are simply connected and
interacted via the Internet. However, this ‘social world’ phenomenon of online gaming is
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still under research. Very limited studies have attempted to understand the primary
rationale as to what extend the technological aspects of the online gaming has developed
and stabilized, and why and how people interact, and establish social structures online.
Primarily, the role of power, a neglected area in online game research is generally the
critical aspects to understand in the technological and sociological construction of the
game world. In a nutshell, in order to examine and further explore the online gamers’
phenomenon, several issues can be addressed such as:
(1) How online gamers of virtual communities started out and get stabilized?
(2) What are the rules and regulations developed in order to institutionalize the
social relationships? And how and who develops the rules and regulations?
(3) How do online gamers construct their social relationships in order to form a
community that is virtually established?
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